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THE MEXICAN INQUISITION AND THE
MASONIC MOVEMENT: 1751-1820

RICHARD E. GREENLEAF

ENLIGHTENMENT MAN was cosrr10politan, a person devoted to the
promotion of brotherhood across social classes and national boundaries. The close association of philosophe thought with Freemasonry was evident in France and in Spain during the eighteenth
century, and secret societies all over Europe encouraged the idea of
the fraternity of man. Freemasonry proposed to break down barriers which separated man, integrating within its ranks intellectuals,
professionals, and other men of good will, encouraging fellowship
and philanthropy.among them. Often the transcendental views of
Masons were transfused with the new social and political philos~
ophies of the Enlightenment, and Masonic groups carried ·o:~
political activities. The members kept their ideas within the group,
and each depended upon the others to be loyal and to keep discussions secret so that established institutions would not feel challenged by the Masonic quest to better the human condition. Those
in the professions, and the middle class, saw economic security in
Masonry since ·the brotherhood was pledged to help individual
members in time of need. 1 Despite Masonic attempts to avoid
open political activity, the movement was soon condemned by enlightened monarchs and Catholic bishops alike, who felt that
Masons were encouraging the spread of philosophe and Francophile
ideas and were trying to undermine and ridicule the Crown and the
Roman Catholic Church. The Holy Office of the Inquisition
viewed Masons as soCial revolutionaries who were trying to subvert the established order.
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I. THE ENLIGHTENMENT

THE SPANISH INQUISITION began to feel the inherent dangers of
Masonry in the milieu of religious and political orthodoxy as early
as I 72I . 2 Already French Bourbon ideas were being implanted in
Spanish social and bureaucratic life, and the new royal line had
brought with it the afrancesado mentality which was to characterize
the Spanish intelligentsia in the eighteenth century. The secret
societies of France were just another aspect of French life which
was to permeate Spain, and since they were organized along extralegal avenues, the Spanish Masonic groups tended to inherit all of
the suspicion which Church and State reserved for the unknown,
the occult, and the quasi-orthodox. In order to gain knowledge of
·the activities, ceremonies, and beliefs of the Masons, the Holy
Office of the Inquisition infiltrated the lodges with its officers or
with clergy who agreed to act as agents provocateurs. After the
Inquisition had determined that Masonic activities were potentially
dangerous to the status quo, the king was prevailed upon to outlaw
the movement on July 2, I 75 I .3
The Spanish Inquisition took first formal notice of Freemasonry
in the Spanish Empire on February 22, I754, when it warned the
bishops to be on guard for congregations of Freemasons who might
be within their sees "for reasons of commerce." 4 No doubt there
were persons with Masonic ties in Mexico prior to the Holy Office's
warning, because from the end of the seventeenth century there
was an increasing peninsular and foreign colony in the viceroyalty. 5
As the Mexican colony entered the Enlightenment in the second
half of the eighteenth century, the intellectual ambiente became
more viable, providing a cultural environment in which Freemasonry thrived. 6 Since Masonry aimed at recruiting important
and influential members, it is not surprising that the Holy Office
launched six decades of Masonic investigations in Mexico with a
probe into the alleged Masonic affiliation of a Mexican viceroy.
On December 3, I 76o, an Inquisition dossier was opened when a
French chef in Mexico City, Juan Maria Reynaud, gave secret
testimony about one of his acquaintances in the employ of viceroy
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Joaquin de Monserrat, Marques de Cruillas (I76o-I766), a man
named Santiago, who was also a cook. The Marques had sent
Santiago to be initiated into a Masonic group, or so the gossips
said. It was alleged that the relatives and staff of the Marques had
Masonic associations. 7 There is no evidence that the judges pursued the matter, but the denunciation was filed in its proper place.
A curious sequel to the denunciation of Cruillas was an Inquisition investigation of some mysterious papers sent to the Mexican capital in I762 by the captain of the fort at the Bay of Espiritu
Santo, don Manuel Ramirez de la Piscina. The Indians of theregion, who had torn apart an English ship that had run aground,
brought a book to Ramirez de la Piscina. He wrote: "On the cover
is a coat of arms on which two lions and various instruments are
found such as a Compass, Ruler, Level, etc., and a motto Spes
Tutissima Coelis, and below, in monographic lettering, To the
Right Worship Fulland, Right Honorable Grand Master of Masons
in Ireland for the years I 749 and I 750." 8 The book was remitted
to the Censor of the Inquisition, Dr. Francisco Antonio Fernandez
Vallejo, who reported on December 7, I 762, that it contained information on the sect of Freemasons. Fernandez Vallejo identified
the manual as The New Constitutions of the Most Ancient and
Honorable Fraternity of Free and Accepted Masons and said that
it was divided into three parts: The History of Masonry from
Earliest Times; Ordinances, Constitutions and Ceremonies; and
Songs "sung in the initiation of the officers into their specific mysteries and duties, to which they pledge the sovereign and detestable
secrecy which they keep about their scandalous meetings." 9
In I 765 the Mexican Inquisition concluded a celebrated trial
of a Spanish Protestant who was also accused of being a Freemason.10 Juan Pablo Echegoyen, forty years of age, was a Basque,
born in San Sebastian about I 725. He was baptized a Catholic,
and confirmed later on in Ireland. When he was nine years old,
Juan was taken to England by a British sea captain, George Chapin,
who reared him in his household and educated him in the Anglican
faith. According to the description in the trial record, Echegoyen
got as much Presbyterianism as Anglicanism from his formal
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education and Sunday School teachers. The young Basque sailed
with his guardian to many ports of the North Sea where he associated with Protestants. By the time he was eighteen years old,
Echegoyen had not only become a Protestant but probably had
entered a Masonic Lodge in London. In I755 he Bed England and
went to Alicante to avoid marrying Chapin's niece. Between I 758
and his arrest by the Holy Office in I 764, Juan Pablo Echegoyen
lived and worked in Cadiz, Jamaica, Havana, Campeche, and Jalapa. He had consorted with Protestants during all of this time, according to testimony before the Inquisition. He had in his possession a religious manual written in English which interested the Inquisition greatly. Many hours of interrogation concerned points of
theology in this book, Articles of Religion. Echegoyen also had two
embroidered colored insignia which were meant to be sewn on
Masonic paraphernalia used in ritual meetings. 11
In secret testimony an acquaintance of Juan Pablo Echegoyen
said that the accused had told him he was a member of a London
Lodge of Scottish Rite Masons. He had described the details of his
initiation, including the signs and signals used by Masons to greet
and identify each other in public. Proud of his membership, Echegoyen claimed that many monarchs, princes, cardinals and other
Church dignitaries were members of the sect. ·He had attended
lodge meetings in Madrid on the Puerta del Sol. Although a great
deal of the evidence against Juan Pablo Echegoyen was circumstantial, the Inquisition dealt with him harshly. He was required
to stand while Mass was said in the chapel of the monastery of
Santo Domingo, gagged and with a penitential candle in his hand,
and to abjure publicly.his heresies and heretical associations. The
Mexican Inquisitors banished him perpetually- from New Spain,
and from the Madrid area. for ten years. He was to spend four years
incarcerated in the Presidio of Ceuta on the African coast. The
judges warned him that any relapse into heresy would result in his
being turned over to the civil authorities to be burned at the stake.
Juan Pablo Echegoyen was placed in the royal jail on May 2I,
I765. A priest from the Bethlemite Convent, sent to hear. the
prisoners' confessions, reported that ·Echegoyen was acting very
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strangely, that he demanded to speak with his Holiness the Pope,
and said other ridiculous things. On July 10, I 765, Echegoyen
wrote a letter to the judges of the Inquisition Tribunal complaining
of the treatment he had received. He told how they had made him
do chain-gang work until he could no longer walk and became
paralyzed. Then he was thrown into jail and abandoned until he
lost his sanity. He said the jailers constantly referred to him as
"Jew." Finally he was transferred to the Hospital de San Juan de
Dios. There they were starving him to death! He claimed that they
gave him only one-third of a French roll a day. To what extent
Echegoyen was exaggerating and putting on an act is a moot point.
How he wrote the letter of July 10, 1765, and why it was incorporated into the trial record, is not clear. ·
On August 7, 1769, Inquisitors Julian Vicente Gonzalez de
Andia and Julian ae Amestoy began a three-month investigation of
Masonry in the Second Battalion of the Ultonia Regiment of foreign soldiers stationed in Mexico City. The major focus of the probe
was the Masonic background of a young soldier in the Company of
Don Diego Quint. The judges suspected that Francisco Testori had
denounced himself as a Freemason to escape military punishment,
and they remained in doubt about the lurid testimony he gave about
his Italian career as a Freemason. The soldier spoke only Italian and
a hybrid Italian-Spanish, and the chaplain of the Ultonian Regiment, Father Thomas Connelley, acted as interpreter. 12 Testori
testified that he was a native of Cremona, district of Milan, and that
he was twenty-seven years old. Through friends in the army he had
become interested in Masonry and entered the brotherhood in
Venice. In his testimony he described in detail the instructions he
had received and the ceremony of initiation. Perhaps he made the
story up as he went along, playing on the credulity of the Inquisitors. Or perhaps he had indeed joined one of the Italian offshoots
of the French rationalist lodges. The Inquisitors presiding at the
trials of Echegoyen and T estori took great interest in the initiation
proceedings, particularly parts performed in the nude. 13 They were
aghast when Testori told them ten of the major things he had been
taught. Father Connelley did a meticulous job of translation and
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clarification. Among the ten "articles of belief" of the Italian Masons Testori joined were the following: The belief in one God but
not the Trinity; negation of the institution of marriage; that after
death there was no retribution; disbelief in the sacrament of confession; non-veneration of images; contradiction of the power of
the Pope; disbelief in the doctrine of the Incarnation; the Mother
of God was not a virgin; impossibility of the priest to invoke transubstantiation; the obligation to do good to everyone. T estori often
mentioned the name of Voltaire.
The judges spent many hours questioning Testori about the
exact meaning of these articles. Many character witnesses from the
regiment were called. One of them said that T estori had told him
that he had been arrested by the Inquisition of Ferrara on two separate occasions. He had secured his release because of Masonic
connections. When the Mexican Inquisition demanded to know
why he had denounced himself, Testori replied that a beloved
comrade had died because of Masonic involvements, and he had
come to realize the falseness of the teachings of the Freemasons.
He agreed to make public abjuration of his heresies and to live
within the faith of the Roman Catholic Church in the future.
The Inquisitors were far from satisfied with Francisco Testori's
protestations of contrition. This attitude was strengthened when
the Captain of the Regiment made it clear that Testori had been
jailed because he tried to persuade a companion to desert the company with him, and that he had been on the desertion lists twice
before.
On November 28, 1769, the Mexican Inquisition came to a decision. In view of his desertion record, and assurances by his superior officers that he would desert again if he were allowed to stay
in New Spain, and taking into account a report of Chaplain Connelley that Testori's remorse was doubtful, the Inquisitors determined to deport him under guard to the Fortress of Santa Catarina
de Cadiz, where the Inquisitor General of Spain should decide his
fate. Whether Francisco de T estori was a disreputable young man
justly condemned by the Inquisition depends upon one's criteria for
evaluating his character. The judicial process left the question of
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his Masonic affiliation unresolved. The Mexican Inquisition proceeded with caution when other self-denunciations by Masons
came before the T ribunal. 14
During the decade prior to the French Revolution Freemasonry
of the French variety was making great headway in the Spanish
realms. The influx of Frenchmen into New Spain and the Philippines accelerated the growth of French Masonic lodges. 15 The
Frenchmen in the Viceroyalty of New Spain openly espoused Enlightenment ideas, and in their professions as naval technicians,
soldiers, royal cooks, hairdressers, and artists they had quite a wide
field for the spread of their ideas. 16 It is uncertain whether the
Masons tried by the Holy Office in the Philippines were suffragan
to French or to British lodges. Mexican soldiers stationed in Manila testified that the British had established Scottish Rite lodges
in the Islands during the 1762-1763 occupation. 17 But there were
also French Masons in Manila as early as the 178o's, and they
were actively pressing revolutionary ideas. The most famous investigation of a Mason in the Philippines was that of Manuel Zumalde, a sargento mayor of provincial militia in Manila in 178o. 18
The Commissary of the Inquisition supplied the Mexico City Tribunal with a biographical sketch of the accused. Zumalde was a
member of the Madrid nobility, well educated in arts and sciences,
who had been exiled from the Spanish Court "for political reasons." He was sent to Manila as an army officer, but one gathers
that he cared little for military pursuits and that he spent most of
his time studying, reading books, and conversing with the local intelligentsia. The testimonies indicated that he was intelligent and
self-confident, that he spoke freely and often (muy hahlador), and
that he was a skeptic in the classical sense of the word. It is questionable whether Zumalde was a Scottish Rite Mason as the denunciation charged. The trial record stated only that he had "protected" an English Mason named Wilson who had openly walked
about town wearing Masonic insignia. A don Francisco Taboada,
on his death bed, told a witness that he had gone to Zumalde's
house to burn certain papers presumed to be Masonic. The Inquisition Commissary Masvidal told the Mexican Tribunal that the
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investigation of Zurrialde would continue, and that he had uncovered evidence of French Masonry in Zumalde's background.
There were further investigations, but because of lack of proof,
Zumalde was never prosecuted. ·
A letter sent to Mexico by the Commissary of the Holy Office,
Fray Nicolas Cora, added to the suspicion that French Masonry
was active in the Philippines. He had confiscated some books from
a French physician, Dr. Luis Robert, a resident of the Province of
Languedoc who had sailed from Marseilles in I 788 on the Frigate
El Resuelto. Among them was a tome entitled Recueil Precieux de
la Maconnerie printed in Philadelphia in I 787, which Fray Nicolas sent to Mexico to the Holy Office. The Mexican Inquisition
censor was of the opinion that the book was the same Act of Freemasons which the Papacy had condemned in I738. 19
Viceroy Juan Vicente de Giiemes Pacheco de Padilla, the Second Count of Revilla Gigedo (I789-1794) brought many Frenchmen in his entourage, and he encouraged many more to migrate to
New Spain. The Viceroy's household included French doctors,
architects, cooks, and barbers. Most of the Frenchmen came from
Paris, and they established themselves in businesses along the
Calle de San Francisco. Pedro Leroy, Nicolas Bardet, Vicente Lulie, Juan Malvert, and Pedro Burdales were among the group, who
added to the Francophile flavor of the Mexican capital. They,
along with other French residents, helped to propagate French
Enlightenment and French Revolutionary ideas. 20 Several of these
immigrants were later denounced and tried as Freemasons and
revolutionaries. 21
Pedro Burdales, a barber and hairdresser, arrived in Mexico
sometime between I 782 and I 784. He traveled through the Mexican provinces exercising his trade in Queretaro, Meztitlan, and
Malanga. In Malanga he became a good friend of the curate and
ecclesiastical judge Jose Ignacio Muniz. Burdales tried to indoctrinate him into Masonry, since Muniz already was well versed in
French literature. Burdales gave the curate several books "that
might have been prohibited by the Holy Office." Muniz, fearing
that someday Burdales would be caught by the Inquisition, de-
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cided to denounce him. The Burdales investigation lasted from
October 7, 1793, to May 13, 1796. 22 The Molango priest told the
Inquisition that Burdales not only defended Masonry but attacked
its detractors calling them learned asses (burros bachilleres). He
said the most important men in the Mexican colony were Masons,
including the Viceroy and the Archbishop. Indeed, Burdales told
the Curate of Molango that the French Rite Masons intended to
found a formal lodge in Mexico City, and that the Viceroy would
provide a meeting place for them and would give money and protection to the group.
The Archbishop, -,who acted as interim Viceroy until Revilla
Gigedo arrived, was Dr. Alonso de Haro y Peralta. It was he whom
Burdales implicated as a Mason and a patron of the lodge. Nicolas
Rangel researched something of the life and intellectual fiber of
Haro y Peralta who was a multilingual philosophe, medical doctor,
and philanthropist, as well as a member of the council of advisers
to the Pope. It is very possible that the Archbishop had joined a
Masonic lodge during his long years of study and service in Italy,
for in almost every Italian city, Rome included, there were growing numbers of lodges which the most illustrious men attended.
Rangel felt that it was probable that Haro y Peralta encouraged
Masonry in Mexico during his episcopate. 23 What is extremely
interesting is that Pedro Burdales was allowed to leave Mexico
without ever appearing before the Holy Office of the Inquisition.
Could this investigation have been supressed to protect the names
of the Archbishop and Viceroy? Had Burdales been tried, the Inquisition records would contain much reliable data on Mexican
Masonry, since Burdales without a doubt belonged to the French
Rite of Freemasonry.
In the summer of r 785 the news circulated that a well-known
Italian portrait painter and sculptor, don Felipe Fabris, had been
jailed by the Inquisition. From the moment he landed in Veracruz
the Holy Office had him under surveillance since the chaplain of
the ship on which he arrived had denounced him as a Freemason.24 The priest turned over to the Inquisition agent in Veracruz
some Masonic insignia which Fabris had attempted to throw over-
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board before reaching Mexico. The priest also had evidence that
Fabris had thrown away his diploma of Master Mason. While the
Holy Office was digesting the chaplain's report, a letter arrived in
Mexico from the Inquisition of Sevilla informing the Mexican Inquisition that they had evidence that Felipe Fabris was a heretic,
and they were prepared to charge him with lack of respect for images, lascivious and immoral painting, and heretical propositions. 25
At the time of his arrest the Mexican Inquisition charged Fabris.
as a Freemason, and an enthusiastic propagator of Masonry. The
trial record shows that Fabris was born in Undine, Province of
Venice, and that he was thirty-five years old in August 1785. After
he had received a good Catholic education from his parents, Fabris
left home at the age of eighteen. He traveled extensively in Italy,
France, and Germany, working as a painter when he could get
commissions. He achieved some reputation as a portrait artist after
studying three years in Rome under the master painter Geronimo
Ricci. Finally, he journeyed to Grenoble, France, where he contracted to paint murals in the Masonic Lodge. There he was initiated into Freemasonry. Felipe Fabris gave detailed, but restrained
testimony about the initiation, and he told of his travels to Montpellier where he had attended Lodge meetings along with bishops
and other clergy.
Fabris was a specialist in pornographic paintings, which he
executed in miniature on the inside of powder boxes and watches.
Apparently there was a market for his work and his income permitted him to travel in comfort, to have a valet, and a mistress who
helped him to forget a wife and child whom he had abandoned in
Avignon. Later Fabris tried to reunite the family, but he claimed
that his wife was unfaithful to him, and he had to leave her for
good. He went to Marseilles to paint, and for a time contemplated
a military career, but soon he met Sofia de Limat who traveled
with him as his mistress to Barcelona, San Roque, and finally
Cadiz where they parted company. Sometime in early 1 784 the
Sevillian Inquisition became interested in Fabris and commanded
its agent in Cadiz to investigate him. The commissary, Manuel
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Bolea, provided the Holy Office with evidence of Fabris's immorality and. his reprehensible conduct as an artist. The Sevillian
Inquisition had a rather complete dossier on Felipe Fabris by the
time he left for Mexico in I 784- Most of the information had
been provided by his valet Renolfi. Fabris may have had some
suspicion that he was under investigation; hence his decision to
depart for the colonies. He did not suspect Renolfi of denouncing
him.
In November I 784 the Mexican Inquisition began its secret
inquiry into Fabris's conduct. Twenty-nine witnesses testified
against him-friends from Sevilla, one of his art students, traveling
companions on the trip to Mexico, the chaplain on the ship-and
a picture emerged of an amoral, talented, genial, gregarious rascal.
The most important testimony came from Renolfi, evidence that
in the end led to Fabris's trial for Freemasonry. Fray Jose Sorribas,
Renolfi's confessor, told the Inquisition that Renolfi had confided
in him after confession on October 3 I, that his master was a
Freemason. Renolfi said Fabris had brought his diploma with
him on the voyage to Mexico, but that he had thrown it away before they reached port. What concerned Renolfi more was Fabris's
attitude toward formal religion. He had told his valet "that there
was no God, or life after death, for when man died all was
finished." He had ridiculed the dogmas of the Church and the
Sacraments. When Renolfi appeared before the judges to denounce his master, he testified that he had heard Fabris say he
was the "Great Prior of the Freemasons," and that he could admit
anyone he wanted into the organization with the approval of two
other brothers. The valet said Fabris often displayed his diploma
of Freemasonry and Renolfi claimed he had held the document
in his own hands. Fabris had urged his servant to join the brotherhood for reasons of economic and social advancement. Other witnesses testified about Fabris's lack of religion, his contempt for
the society of New Spain, his amoral paintings, and his active
support of Masonry. Apparently Fabris talked too much, and some
of his social commentaries were quite cutting. He ridiculed the
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Spanish people and their religion because they confused "the
saintly with the pagan, and the divine with the human." When
he attempted to escape from the Inquisition jail, the judges took
this action as admission of guilt.
Surprisingly, Felipe Fabris confessed to being a Mason. He defended the fraternity ably, and boldly informed the Inquisition
that Freemasonry was not against religion, and that "Kings and
Popes misunderstood its purpose, which was to promote brotherhood among all peoples." One cannot help but wonder why Felipe
Fabris was not sentenced in Mexico. Did he, like Pedro Burdales,
know Masons in high political and ecclesiastical office? Did they
intervene on his behalf? Did they secure a change of jurisdiction
for his trial in order to avoid embarrassment? On April 7, I 79 I,
the Mexican Inquisition Tribunal declared, "As for his sentence,
among other penalties, it is understood that he will be transported
to Spain under custody . . . and the master of the ship in which
he travels will be responsible for handing the prisoner over to the
Inquisitor Commissary of Cadiz . . . to be [placed] at the disposal of the Supreme Council of the Inquisition for prosecution,
whatever that may be."
Between September I794and August I795, the most celebrated
trial of a Mason by the l\1exican Inquisition occurred. 26 It was
widely believed that Juan Laussel, a chef of great fame who came
to Mexico to cook for Viceroy Revilla Gigedo, was the victim of
political scheming of Viceroy Branciforte to embarrass his predecessor.27 Branciforte pushed Laussel into the halls of the Inquisition
even though he allowed other Frenchmen, equally guilty of
Masonic activities in Mexico, to leave the colony. Soon after he
arrived in Mexico, Juan Laussel had gravitated into a social circle
of other Frenchmen who held meetings in the watch shop of Juan
Esteban Laroche. This group read newspapers and pamphlets from
France and Holland, and the unexpurgated editions of the French
encyclopedists. Laroche was never tried by the Inquisition, but his
name often appears in proceedings against Frenchmen and
French sympathizers during the I 79o' s. In the Inquisition papers
he often appears under his nickname, "el Jorobado" (the Hunch-
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back). Laroche had little formal education, yet he kept large
numbers of books in his shop. When he was deported with other
Frenchmen in the general roundup of 1795, Vicente Francisco
Vidal, one of Laroche's associates, was in such a hurry to burn
the incriminating books that he failed to take note of what was
destroyed. 28 Later, he informed the Inquisition that "they were
mostly English and German works, and there was only one French
copy of 'Letters of Rousseau in the Mountains.' " He went on to
give the judges some highly illuminating information: "I found
several other books which were unbound, twenty or thirty in number, which I burned, seeing how small and unvaluable they were."
It is most probable that these unbound items were the logs,
manuals, and statistical data of a Masonic lodge, since it was
widely believed that Laroche's home and his place of business
were the meeting places, formal and informal, of Mexico's earliest
Masonic lodge. Laussel, during his trial, declared that "it was
there I recognized Dr. Durrey, and the barbers Lulie and DuRoy
by the signs established by the Fraternity," and it was there,
finally, "where the summer solstice of 1791 was celebrated.''
Laussel testified that in France he had become a member of a
brotherhood of Freemasons, and that the organization was a good
thing, since it was patronized by the King of France who was
also a member. Laussel's lodge had been a Masonic order of cooks
who were pledged to help one another professionally. He knew
of similar lodges in Montpellier of other craftsmen. He recounted
for the Inquisition the ceremonies of initiation into his particular
lodge and the description corresponded to other data the judges
had on Masonic ritual. Laussel's ridicule of formal religion and
the Sacraments confirmed the Tribunal's suspicion that he was a
Mason. He had affirmed that the "true religion was honorableness"
and that confession was "cowardice" and hearing Mass a waste of
time. He refused to divulge the names of other Masons in Mexico
City but he did admit that several had given him the sign of
recognition. It was Laussel's unabashed commitment to French
revolutionary ideas which added strength to the case against him.
He approved of regicide and the killing of tyrants, saying that the
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Spanish ought to follow the French example. He expressed the
wish that someday all people would be governed by a republican
system.
On November 24, 1794, the prosecuting attorney of the Holy
Office made his final accusation against Juan Laussel. He said
Laussel had embraced "the ugly, impure and abominable heresies
of the Lutherans, Calvinists, libertines, 'modern philosophers,'
anti-evangelicals, and other ancient and recent heresies."29 The
judges officially charged him with belonging to a secret society
that "threatened to destroy the Papacy, royal prerogatives, the Inquisition and religion," and on August 4, 1795, he was sentenced as a Mason. Laussel was ordered to hear Mass while standing, with a gag in his mouth and a conical mitre (coroza) bearing
the insignia of heretical blasphemy and Freemasonry on his head.
He was exiled from "the Court of Madrid and the City of Mexico,
and the rest of America" to spend three years in an African presidio
to be determined by the Inquisitor General of Spain. On Sunday,
August 9, 1795, in the church of the Convent of Santo Domingo
the Holy Office staged a private auto de fe for Juan Laussel and
forced him to make a statement of abjuration of his heresies as
part of the ceremonies.
What are the ...uossibilities that Laussel and t.\e other Frenchmen met in a formal Masonic lodge? Although the Inquisition
records lack precision on the point, it appears that the Laroche
group constituted a lodge, and when Laussel and others testified,
they probably omitted as much as they could in self defense. It
is perhaps true that the lodge was a purely Masonic gathering
without any political philosophy. Unfortunately this can never be
proven owing to the Francophobia of the early 179o's and the
necessity for extreme secrecy. The caution was justified as the
records of the Holy Office of the Inquisition prove. Anyone who
had any remote connection with Masonry was liable to prosecution
as plans were made in 1794 and 1795 to expel the Frenchmen as
social revolutionaries and insurrectionists in the Mexican colony. 30
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II. THE INDEPENDENCE STRUGGLE

THERE ARE NO RECORDED investigations of Masonry in Mexico by
the Inquisition during the years I 796 to I 8 I I. Francophobia moderated after I 796, and French Masons were tolerated by the Holy
Office and the Mexican viceroys. Since Viceroy Jose Miguel de
Azanza was an important Spanish Mason and a Councillor of the
Spanish king, during his viceregency (I 798- I 8oo) his patronage
of the movement in the colony was a foregone conclusion. 31 It
appears that the religious and political posture of Masonry in
Mexico during the revolutionary era, I 8o8 to I 82o, was conditioned
by the Spanish political climate rather than the independence
movement per se. Trials for the years I8I I-I82o always picture
Masonry as a subversive and insurrectionary force. Probably the
'lack of trials before I 8 I I suggests that Masonry was pro-royalist,
and the Inquisition did little to suppress the movement, especially
since many of its members were army officers. Solidarity in . the
drive to expel the Napoleonic invader, and to restore the Spanish
king to his throne, led most Spaniards to support the Cortes ruling
in his place. As long as the Cortes represented resistance to the
French, most Masons upheld the government, particularly after
the Cortes promulgated a liberal constitution in I 8 I 2. The Cortes,
based upon popular representation from metropolitan Spain and
the empire, included many Masons. The Mexican Holy Office of
the Inquisition technically was subordinate to the Cortes in the
years I 8o8- I 8 I 3, and consequently the inquisitors found it difficult to prosecute Masons. The closest it came to anti-Masonic activity was to compile secret lists of soldiers in the Yucatan area in
I 8 I I suspect of being Masons, 32 and to probe into Mason-like
activities of a companion of Father Miguel Hidalgo, Canon don
Jose Martin Garda Carrasquedo in the same year. 33 The Holy
Office made veiled accusations that Father Hidalgo was a Mason,
but this was a highly speculative charge without documentation,
difficult to substantiate even after the Cortes took a dim view of .
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the Hidalgo Revolt, and the Regency reissued Ferdinand VI's
I75I prohibition of Masonic orders on January I9, I812. 84
The bulk of membership in the Spanish Cortes supported a
political system of constitutional monarchy. 35 Many liberal members of the Cortes, some of whom were Masons, equated the independence of the colonies with the independence of Spain from
French rule. The complicated political commitments of Spanish
Masons during the Napoleonic era needs serious study. The division of liberal and conservative Masons and dichotomy of French
and English lodges in Spain is later reflected in the development of
political Masonry in Mexico. 36 The English military with their
Scottish rite affiliation played a crucial role in the development of
revolutionary Masonry, and they influenced and converted many
Spanish soldiers to their views. It is likely that these same Spanish soldiers carried the Scottish rite ideas with them when they
were transferred to Mexico.
By the time the liberal ideas of the I 8 I 2 constitution reached
New Spain, formal Masonic lodges were being established in
Mexico. Members included not only Spanish soldiers of the
Scottish rite; but also Mexican creoles and many so-called conservative Mexicans who were assuming a gradual pro-independence
view. Important in the lodges was a group of liberal clergy who
espoused a political philosophy of Mexican independence. An
inquisitorial investigation of one of these priests in I 8 I 2 provides
evidence that an insurrectionary lodge was in existence in Jalapa,
but it was not until I 8 I 7 that the Holy Office had complete
dossiers on the Caballeros Racionales of Jalapa. 37 Tradition has it
that the first lodge was founded in Mexico City in I 8o6, but it was
short-lived because the Church quickly brought about its suppression.38 While chroniclers of Mexican Masonry may have had
private documentation for the genesis of the movement in 1 8o6,
there appears to be no public record to substantiate the date, nor are
there any records in the Inquisition papers regarding the I 8o6
lodge. There can be no doubt that lodges with an insurrectionist
political philosophy had appeared in Jalapa as early as 1812, and
in Veracruz and Mexico City during I8I6-I8I8. Eyewitness ac-

GREENLEAF: MASONIC MOVEMENT

109

counts and other primary sources document the presence of these
lodges. 39 Since Viceroy Juan Ruiz de Apodaca (I8I6-I82I) was
acknowledged as a Mason, and some of his staff as well as officers
of the Inquisition were members of the lodges, it is easy to see
why the lodges were allowed to flourish. 40 Perhaps the revolutionary Masons expounded their ideas softly, so that the total movement would not suffer any reprisals.
It was a difficult task for the Holy Office of the Inquisition to
formulate a policy vis-a-vis Freemasonry in Mexico during the
turbulent era of I 8o8-I 82o. In the first place the judges had to
decide whether the movement was dangerous to the establishmen~.
Secondly, they had to devise ways to combat Masonry without
treading on the toes of powerful officials in the government, the
military, and in the church, where many had masonic affiliation.
As the status quo changed, and as the Mexican hierarchy shifted
from a royalist to an independence allegiance, the Holy Office was
forced to tolerate Masons as political allies. Confidential reports
on Masons and Inquisition trials of Masons in the Holy Office
archive must be considered against this complicated background.
While the Holy Office was abolished and moribund as a result
of the Cortes's decree of February 22, I8I3, before Ferdinand VII
reestablished the Inquisition on May 4, i 8 I 4, 41 the Mexican
Masons consolidated their power and grew in number because of
freedom from censure and an influx of liberal immigrants from
Spain. After I 8 I 4 and the restoration of Ferdinand VII, the Spanish Inquisition dealt harshly with Masonic societies because they
had too liberal a tinge. Ferdinand had reports of a Masonic group
in Cadiz which had liaison with a lodge in Caracas, "the sole purpose of which was to bdng about the independence of America,"
and that the Cadiz organization had branches in England. 42 What
the King's intelligence agents did not uncover was that the Cadiz
soCiety had a quasi branch in Jalapa!
Because of their propagation of French liberal ideas, and in
many cases their outright collaboration with Napoleonic forces,
and because Masons were encouraging revolution in the colonies,
on September I 4, I 8 I 4, Ferdinand VII prohibited Masonry in his
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realms as a treasonous movement. The Pope had issued a denunciation of Freemasonry on August I 5, in which he claimed that
Masons were subverting the foundations of monarchy and religion.
Pursuant to these decrees the Spanish Inquisition issued an edict
on January 2, I 8 I 5, charging orthodox Catholics to withdraw from
Masonic activities or face the full penalties of the Church. 43 Inquisitor Dr. Manuel de Flores circulated a copy of the edict in
Mexico between July and October I 8 I 5. The Mexican Holy
Office commanded that, within a specific period of grace, all "who
had joined Masonic lodges or corporations must appear before the
Tribunal of the Holy Office and relieve their consciences of guilt."
The decree stated that those who carne forward and confessed
voluntarily would be treated benignly, but those who did not
could expect harsh punishments. 44 After publishing the Mexican
edition of the decree on July I5, I8I5, Flores extended the period
of grace to October I o. After that time prosecutions were to begin.
Soon the Inquisition secretary began to receive data from the
capital and the provinces on the extent of Masonic influence.
Secret dossiers containing fragmentary data on Masons in the
capital in I8I5 were compiled, but no further action was taken. 45
In I 8 I 6 a report detailing Masonic activities in Zacatecas arrived. 46
Although several individuals were kept under surveillance,47 for
the most part the renewed caveat on Masonic activity was ignored
and forgotten. Perhaps the Holy Office realized that political
Masonry was too deeply entrenched in New Spain for it to be
eradicated by Inquisitorial activity. Certainly each passing year saw
the movement more securely established.
- The reactionary policies of Ferdinand VII and his steadfast
prosecutions of Masons after I 8 I 4 had led many Spanish liberals
to emigrate to the colonies. The new exiles helped to bolster the
incipient Masonic organizations in Mexico. The "triangles" of
Masonic brothers and small lodges that managed to survive the
viceregency of Felix Maria Calleja (I8I3-I8I6) became centers
of subversion and active agents in "the conservative revolt" that
finally consolidated the Mexican independence movement under
the leadership -of Agustin de lturbide in the early I 82o's. The
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Holy Office of the Inquisition concentrated its efforts on uncovering Masonic activities in Jalapa and possible liaison of the Jalapa
group with the insurgents in the Valladolid-Guadalajara area. By
August of I 8 I 7 the Inquisition had fairly complete information
on the Jalapa Lodge, which called itself the Caballeros Racionales.
Two major trials had produced data on the objectives, political
philosophy, and membership of the Rational Gentlemen. On
August q, I8I7, Fray Servando Teresa de Mier was accused of
heresy and Freemasonry. From him the Holy Office was able to
document the affiliation of the Caballeros Racionales with Carlos
de Alvear's Society of Americanists in Cadiz. 48 Fray Servando in~
formed the judges that the Argentinian had established the Society
as a political organization of ·colonials who used the group to
press their rights before the Cortes. He indicated that the Cortes
permitted the Society to meet because it served the purpose of insuring the loyalty of the American Spaniard to the mother country. In I 8 I 2 Teresa de Mier related that most of the members came
back to the colonies because of the deteriorating military position
of the Cortes and the possibility that Napoleon would conquer the
entire peninsula.
Fray Servando tried to convince the Mexican Inquisition that
the Society of Americanists was not opposed to royal authority.
He related that when he was admitted into the Society Alvear
told him, "Sir, this Society is called the Caballeros Racionales, for
there is nothing more rational than to love one's country and people."49 He also attempted to deny that the Society of Americanists
was a Masonic organization. Knowing that being a Mason was a
treasonable crime, Fray Servando had to deny that the Caballeros
Racionales of Cadiz and Jalapa was Masonic, since he could not
deny that he was a member. But Fray Servando was charged with
Masonry, and it was apparent in his testimony that he described
his initiation in Cadiz with great caution bent on veiling its similarity to Masonic initiations. 50 The Inquisitors were not deceived and
they pointed out to Fray Servando the resemblance of the "two"
societies. In answer to this, Teresa de Mier told them that Alvear
had instructed him: "One has to be a Catholic and a monarchist
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to be in the Society." 51 Fray Servando also made it clear that none
of the members of the group were Masons, with the exception of
their founder Alvear, and since he concocted the ceremony of
initiation, the ceremonies were "similar." 52
What is known about the Jalapa Lodge comes largely from the
Inquisition's trial of the senior canon of the Cathedral of Guadalajara, Ram6n Cardena y Gallardo. 53 In I 8 I 2 and in I 8 I 6 the Holy
Office investigated Cardena. 54 Cardena was forced to admit that he
was one of the· founders and the first President of the Caballeros
Racionales in Jalapa. He informed the Tribunal that the Society
of Americanists in Cadiz sent a young Spaniard to Mexico to
found a branch of the organization. This officer, Vicente Acuna,
often referred to as "Tacones," also gave important testimony in
another connection. Acuna took part in the assault on the Fortress
of San Carlos in Perote, and when the attack failed and he was
captured, he was sentenced to death by being shot in the back. 55
Before he was executed, Acuna confessed to having been initiated
into the Society of Americanists in Cadiz. In the ceremony he had
recognized Carlos de Alvear. He said that because of his membership in the Society, he was given entree to the homes of members
in Havana, Veracruz, and Jalapa. It was in Jalapa that he had become friends with a curate named Cardena. Acuna was executed
"for crimes (against the State) and also as the propagator and
organizer of this clandestine assembly to which he most energetically devoted most of his time." 56 Acuna's confession illuminates
many facets of the Jalapa Lodge left very vague in the Teresa de
Mier and Cardena testimonies.
Canon Ram6n Cardena y Gallardo was tried as an insurgent and
a Mason. In his own testimony he defended himself ably, and
since he held a high position in the Church, he got a light sentence because of the ecclesiastical fuero. Cardena, like Fray Servando, insisted that the "Society was not Masonic, and that he
did not associate with Masons, nor had he ever read books dealing with Masonry." 57 In an interview in his cell, the canon insisted: "I have. always thought of the Society as defending the
Holy cause ofReligion and Country." 58 Although these insurgent
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clergymen were probably Masons, the Holy Office of the Inquisition chose to avoid scandal and let the culprits off with surprising
lenience.
The real identity of the Lodge of Jalapa as the progenitor of the
Mexican Masonic movement cannot be questioned. The Society
used the same signs and ceremonies as the Masons. The specific
purpose of the Lodge was to promote independence. Many of
the Caballeros Racionales became Masons, and once the independence movement succeeded, and after the final abolition of the Inquisition in 182o called themselves Masons. The connection between the Caballeros Racionales, Fray Servando Teresa de Mier,
and the expedition of Xavier Mina in r8r6-1817 is not clear, 59 but
there is some evidence which points to a Masonic undercurrent in
this famous attempt to rekindle the Mexican revolution at its
nadir. 60
During the closing years of the struggle for independence the
Holy Office continued to compile Masonic dossiers. The most
celebrated trial occurred in 1818 when Don Juan· Francisco de
Oran y Arguello was convicted of being a Mason and was exiled
to the Presidio of Ceuta in Africa. 61 Denunciations of soldiers in
the royalist army for having Masonic affiliations continued, and a
list of these was drawn up in 1819. 62 Many trials between r8oo
and 1 82o, in which defendants were reconciled for Protestantism
and allowed to convert to Roman Catholicism, lead one to suspect
that the defendants initiated proceedings to conceal their Masonic
activities and escape more serious prosecution. 63 Certainly the
lodges that were to play so important a role in the political
Masonry of the 182o's were forming by this time, and Masonic
associations during the wars of independence were to provide a
vehicle for Mexican political expression in the troubled years to
come. 64 .
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